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ACCESS AMERICA FOR STUDENTS
STRATEGIC PLAN

1. EXECUTIVE OVERVIEW

1.1 Access America—The Vision
In 1997, the National Partnership for Reinventing (NPR) Government outlined a plan, entitled Access
America1, to provide Americans with better access to Federal services and benefits.  Specifically, the plan
called for Federal agencies to work together to develop improvements in government services to citizens,
business, and other Federal and state government agencies through
the reengineering of Federal information systems and the
implementation of electronic service delivery mechanisms,
particularly Internet-based electronic access and service delivery.
While advances in electronic access have been made, many
government services are still paper-based and require citizens to
make applications in person and/or wait days for the information or
services they need to be provided.  Through the reengineering of government systems, citizens will one
day have access to government services and information 24 hours per day, 7 days per week.  For example,
rather than drive to the Post Office to complete a change of address form when they move, citizens will be
able to complete the form on-line and
submit it electronically any time of the
day or night from computers in
homes, as well as those in schools,
libraries and other public venues.
Information that once took weeks to
be received will be available
immediately.  Citizens will submit
electronically any time of the day or
night applications that once had to be
made in person during working hours.
The Access America concept is to
focus on specific segments of the
population, such as students or senior
citizens, and to direct resources and
efforts to improve service delivery
using electronic access to the targeted
population.

1.2 Access America for Students Mission and Business Goals
Federal agencies are focusing on postsecondary students, including life long learners, to implement the
vision of Access America through an initiative called Access America for Students. This initiative brings
together multiple Federal agencies—the Department of Education, the Department of Veterans Affairs,

                                                  
1 Access America, Reengineering Through Information Technology, Report of the National Performance Review and
the Government Information Technology Services Board, February 3, 1997.

Access America

“Improving the public’s
access to government
services.”

National Partnership for Re-Inventing Government
 Key Principles

Community Foster Teamwork, partnerships, and
collaboration

Courage Take risks to achieve results
Creativity We seek out and reward new ideas and

innovation
Trust Empower people to do the right thing
Integrity Maintain high ethical standards in all

endeavors
Diversity Respect and celebrate differences
Enthusiasm Be passionate about making a difference
Service Provide customers with products and

information they want and need
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the Department of Labor, the Corporation for National Service (AmeriCorps), the Department of the
Interior, the Department of the Treasury, Internal Revenue Service, the Social Security Administration,
the U.S. Postal Service, the Department of Justice, the
Department of Health and Human Services and the
Office of Personnel Management—to reengineer the
way training and educational services are delivered to
students.  The mission of the Access America for
Students Program is to provide secure electronic access
to a range of information and services targeted to
students and to improve the delivery of student financial
assistance.  To achieve the mission, the Access America
for Students Program identifies a set of core Business
Goals including:

§ Build public confidence in conducting Internet
based business with the Federal government;

§ Organize and improve electronic access to Federal training and educational services to make access
easier and increase use of these services; and

§ Test key aspects of the Department of Education’s Student Aid Modernization Plan.

Strong support for the Access America for Students Program is being provided by schools and other
members of the postsecondary education and student aid communities in a public/private partnership to
improve service to students.  This Strategic Plan presents the strategy to accomplish the Access America
for Students mission and achieve the stated business goals.

1.3 The Access America for Students Program Scope
From the perspective of the student, the Access America for Students Program makes a broad range of
services available through private and secure electronic Internet access.  The Access America for Students
web page uses the URL students.gov and serves as a gateway for students and other members of the
postsecondary community. The students.gov web site organizes information to serve as an electronic
“yellow pages” for members of the postsecondary community seeking information about student related
Federal services and benefits.  In doing so, students.gov provides reciprocal links to the web sites of
Access America for Students Federal and postsecondary community partners.  The Access America for
Students web site, including the reciprocal links, became available on April 30, 1999.  A list of the
Federal student related links to information and services that can be accessed is provided in Appendix A.

The Access America for Students Federal partners are working together with the postsecondary and
student aid communities to develop a proof of concept pilot program that will be conducted initially in
two phases over a two-year period.  In developing the Access America for Students Pilot, four Strategic
Objectives have been identified:

§ Implement Privacy and Security Processes. As the government migrates to an electronic, non-face-
to-face environment, the security and privacy of citizens should not only be preserved but should also
be enhanced.  The Access America for Students Program embraces the Privacy Principles (on page
15) developed by Federal agencies working with key privacy experts from industry.  In addition, the
program is developing its own privacy practices and policies to ensure that student information
remains confidential and is not released for third party use.

Access America for Students
Mission Statement

“National partnership to provide all
Americans easy and secure electronic
access to life long training, and
educational, and other  services and
improve the delivery of related
financial assistance.”
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§ Improve Student Financial Aid (SFA) Cash Management Controls. Cash management controls and
accountability in the delivery of student financial aid will be improved through the implementation of
commercial financial transaction processes to deliver student aid in a just-in-time environment and
through processes that reconcile school funding positions on a daily basis and tie school
disbursements to student-level data.

§ Leverage Commercial Systems. Rather than build stand-alone, single purpose systems, to the degree
practical, government information technology initiatives should piggyback on commercially available
systems and products.  Government will look to industry to provide innovative solutions in the
delivery of services such as Public Key Infrastructure (PKI), electronic payments, and Internet access.
Therefore, for the Access America for Students Pilot, the Department of Education will use a
commercial payments transaction processor to process and account for Pell and Direct Loan student
aid transactions, which are funded directly by the Department. 2

§ Establish Common Platforms and Business Environment. Government information technology
initiatives should be based on common platforms to support interoperability and a common operating
environment among stakeholders.  In addition to establishing a common platform for government
systems, the Access America for Students Program will work with the postsecondary community to
identify and implement a common operating environment that will be available to the community.
Such a common operating environment defines the common business processes, operating standards,
and roles, responsibilities, and protocols among stakeholders.

The Access America for Student Pilot will demonstrate the use of three electronic tools necessary to
reengineer the way Federal educational services and student financial aid are delivered to students.  In
addition to the Access America for Students web site, which is already a reality, the Access America for
Students Program will pilot test two other electronic tools:

§ Consolidated Student Account: Rather than make students, lenders and other members of the
postsecondary education community go to multiple Federal agencies and even multiple databases
within an agency, a Consolidated Student Account will provide a single source of information on
Federal financial aid for students, schools and funding sources.  The Student Account Manager
(SAM) will maintain an account for students throughout the student aid life cycle.  Through this
account, a designated SAM will process Pell and Direct Loan aid transactions and post them to the
student account.  During Phase I of the pilot, ELM will provide information on FFELP transactions to
the SAM for posting to the student account so that students and schools have ready access to
information on all Title IV aid programs.  The Department is working with the FFELP community
and other members of the postsecondary community to establish agreement on a means for the
community to share student aid information using jointly developed data standards and to provide
students, schools, lenders and other authorized postsecondary partners with seamless Internet access
to accurate and up-to-date student aid information.

                                                  
2 The student aid programs administered by the Department of Education are authorized under Title IV of the Higher
Education Act of 1965.  These Title IV aid programs include:

§ Federal Direct Loan Program (FDLP): These loans are made directly to students and parents by the Department
of Education.

§ Federal Pell Grants: The Pell Grant Program funds grants directly to students by the Department of Education.

§ FFELP:  Federal Family Educational Loan Program (FFELP): FFELP loans are made to students and parents
through commercial lenders and are insured by guaranty agencies and reinsured by the federal government.
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§ Electronic ID: To build public confidence in Internet access to government services and privacy
protection, the Access America for Student Pilot will use electronic IDs to secure access to the
student account.  During Phase I of the pilot, log-on IDs (Electronic Access Code of the Department
of Education) and passwords will control access.  During Phase II of the pilot, commercial digital
certificates will be used to authenticate access to student account information through the Internet and
to sign student aid documents such as the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA)
application and promissory notes for Federal aid.  These digital certificates will be made available to
students and other members of the postsecondary and student aid communities through the General
Services Administration’s (GSA) Access Certificates for Electronic Services (ACES) Program and
through other Federal PKI service contracts.3

While the Access America for Students Program encompasses all Federal student aid programs, initially
the student financial aid programs delivered by the Department of Education will be pilot tested.  Student
financial aid programs for other Federal agencies will be integrated in the student account during or
subsequent to the Access America for Students Pilot Program.

Subsequent to and during each phase of the pilot, a rigorous evaluation of test results will be conducted. If
necessary, pilot components will be refined and tested again.  However, as pilot components are tested
and validated, they will be made available for implementation and use by Federal agencies and other
members of the postsecondary
education community. The goal is to
make all components of the Access
America for Students Program
available to the community by 2001.
This approach is based on Raines
Rules4, which specify that information
technology (IT) investments should be
put into effect in phased, successive
projects that are narrow in scope and
independently solve part of an overall
mission problem.  Raines Rules also
call for the use of pilot testing and
prototyping in developing major IT
initiatives.  The Raines Rules
approach for the Access America for
Students Program is consistent with
the approach taken by the Department
of Education in their Office of Student’s Financial Assistance (OSFA) Modernization Blueprint. The
program infrastructure envisioned by Access America for Students is shown in the following figure.

                                                  
3 Access Certificates for Electronic Services (ACES), Request for Proposals, U.S. General Services Administration,
Federal Telecommunications Service, Office of Information Security, January 4, 1999.
4 OMB Circular A-11, Capital Programming Guide.  Based on Information Technology acquisition and management
rules developed in 1996 by Franklin Raines, former Director of the Office of Management and Budget (OMB).

Raines Rules: Buy a Little, Test a Little, Fix a Little

A key difference between Federal and private-sector
information technology purchases is that the private
sector buys things more quickly and in more
manageable units.  Government often tries to buy huge
systems.  These systems take so long to acquire that the
technology and the managers have both changed before
anything is delivered.  Therefore these systems should
“be implemented in phased, successive chunks as
narrow in scope and brief in duration as practical, each
of which solves a specific part of an overall mission
problem and delivers a measurable net benefit
independent of future chunks.”
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1.4.1 Emergence of the Digital Infrastructure
Clearly, the most compelling driver is the emergence of the digital infrastructure that has been spawned
by the growth of the Internet.  In his recent book5, Bill Gates,
Chairman of Microsoft, says that only those organizations that
master the digital universe will remain competitive.  To be
competitive and provide the kind of service expected by
customers, the Federal government must move purposefully and
swiftly into to the digital age.  The Federal government must be
able to provide the public with the same level of service and easy
access that they have come to expect from the private sector.  To
do more with shrinking budgets and resources, including a
shrinking Federal workforce, the Federal government is
increasingly being driven to move from paper to electronics.
Indeed, by moving out and doing things such as developing
secure, remote Internet access to services and piloting the use of digital certificates, the Federal
government can help drive change rather than merely follow or respond to change in the digital age.

1.4.2 Student Financial Aid Modernization
The Higher Education Act Amendments of 1998 created a Performance Based Organization (PBO) for
student financial aid within the Department of Education’s OSFA.  The mission of the OSFA is to help
put America through school by ensuring that all Americans have the financial resources and information
they need to obtain to a quality postsecondary education.  In
doing so, OSFA invests in the education of America, one
student at a time.  Objectives of the PBO program include
improving customer satisfaction and modernizing and
reducing the overall cost of delivering student financial aid.
These improvements will result in students who understand
their educational choices and make better choices in selecting
programs and paying for education.  In meeting their PBO
objectives, the OSFA is developing a modernization
blueprint that will become the basis for implementing an
open, integrated student financial aid program for the
Department.

                                                  
5 Business @ The Speed of Thought: Using a Digital Nervous System, William H. Gates, III, Warner Books, USA,
1999.

Competing In the Digital
Workplace

“The successful companies of
the next decade will be the
ones that use digital tools to
reinvent the way they work.”
Business @ The Speed of
Thought

OSFA Objectives

§ Improve service to students and
other participants

§ Reduce the costs of
administering programs

§ Increase accountability
§ Provide greater flexibility in

managing operations
§ Integrate information systems
§ Implement an open, common,

integrated system for delivery
§ Ensure complete, accurate,  and

timely data
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The preceding figure provides a graphical representation of the SFA Modernization Blueprint and the
components of the Blueprint that will be tested by Access America for Students.  The reengineered
business processes that will be tested through the Access America for Students Pilot Program are
represented by the shaded boxes.  The Blueprint is based on a three-tier architecture.  At the Interface
Level, Access America for Students will focus on secure Internet access to student account information
shown in Tier 3, Integrated Databases.  At Tier 2, nine mission critical SFA business processes have been
identified.  Access America for Students will test reengineered aid origination and disbursement processes
during the first phase of the pilot and will be extended to loan repayment during the second phase.  Those
financial transactions that are directed to the settlement of student aid transactions will be reengineered
and tested.  Specifically, Access America for Students will use a commercial Electronic Funds Transfer
(EFT) processor to:

§ Process and settle origination, disbursement and repayment student aid transactions for Pell Grants
and Federal Direct Loans;

§ Post those transactions to a student account; and

§ Provide secure Internet access to student account information.

For Phase I of the pilot, ELM and other members of the FFELP community will forward information on
the student aid transactions they process to the Student Account Manager for posting to the student
account.  For Phase II, the Department will work with the FFELP community to explore the use of
Linkages to combine information for Title IV aid programs through secure Internet access to a virtual
student account.  In the future, other Federal agencies that provide student aid will also provide access to
their aid transactions via the student account so that the account will be a single, integrated source of
Federal student aid data.

1.4.3 Project EASI
The Access America for Students Program does not intend to reinvent the wheel.  Just as the SFA
Modernization Blueprint is building on the work conducted under Project EASI (Easy Access for
Students and Financial Institutions) by the Department and members of the postsecondary community,
Access America for Students will also build on EASI.  Over the past several years, the Department of
Education, students, educators and the postsecondary business community have worked to document
current SFA processes and have developed new concepts to reengineer the SFA program.  Goals
identified under Project EASI7 that will be tested by the Access America for Students Program include:

§ Simplify the origination, payment, and reconciliation processes for all student financial aid programs;

§ Provide students and institutions with improved access to student account information;

§ Improve management of Federal funds to reduce excess cash at institutions and to improve timeliness
of accounting;

§ Capture and maintain information to satisfy all Federal and institutional reporting;

§ Provide information and services to assist aid recipients in completing the timely and efficient
repayment of student loans; and

                                                  
7 Project EASI Concept Document, Department of Education, June 23, 1997.
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§ Provide information and services to assist loan holders in the timely, efficient and complete collection
of outstanding student loans.

1.5 Getting the Job Done
Reengineering of Federal student aid delivery systems is a complex undertaking.  The Access America for
Students Program participants are working together to develop the building blocks needed to reengineer
Federal student financial aid systems and procedures.  The project participants and building blocks are
depicted in the following figure and are described below.

1.5.1 Access America for Students Key Roles
The Access America for Students Project is being conducted under the guidance of the Access America
for Students Steering Committee by the Access America for Students Task Force.  Key roles are also
being played by Student Associations, the pilot participants and the Access America for Students
Partnership Forum.

1.5.1.1 The Steering Committee
The Steering Committee is comprised of senior level staff from Federal agencies including:

§ Department of Education;
§ Office of Management and Budget (OMB);

Access America for StudentsAccess America for Students
Getting the Job Done

Privacy and Security Strategy

Student
Account
Manager

Plan for
National

Availability

Electronic
Identification

Standard
Operating
Platform

Pilot Test
and

Evaluation

Secure
Internet
Access

ll Steering CommitteeSteering Committee
qAgency Heads
qOMB and NPR

ii Access America forAccess America for
Students Project TeamStudents Project Team

qProject Director
qAgency Representatives
qSupport Contractors

ii Pilot ParticipantsPilot Participants
ii Student AssociationsStudent Associations
ii AAFS Partnership ForumAAFS Partnership Forum
ii PostsecondaryPostsecondary EducationEducation

Standards CouncilStandards Council

Access America
for Students Task

Force
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§ Department of the Treasury, Financial Management Service;
§ Internal Revenue Service;
§ Department of Labor;
§ Department of Veteran Affairs;
§ U.S. Postal Service;
§ Social Security Administration;
§ Department of Defense;
§ Corporation for National Service (AmeriCorps);
§ Department of Health and Human Services, Health Resources and Services Administration;
§ General Services Administration; and
§ Office of Personnel Management.

The Steering Committee is co-chaired by the Department of Education Office of Student Financial
Assistance Programs Chief Operating Officer and the Office of Management and Budget. The National
Partnership for Re-Inventing Government (NPR) and the Office of Management and Budget provide
policy, budgetary and operational direction and coordination.

1.5.1.2 The Access America for Students Task Force
An Inter-Agency Task Force is responsible for the development and implementation of the Access
America for Students Program, including: operations and systems design and development, pilot test
implementation and evaluation, and scaled roll out of the program.  The Task Force consists of
representatives of the Department of Education and the other Federal Access America for Students
member agencies.  The Department of Education and the General Services Administration provide
administrative support for the Task Force and its activities.

The Access America for Students Task Force, in conjunction with the pilot participants and the Access
America for Students Partnership Forum, is developing the requirements and other building blocks
necessary to develop and implement the Access America for Students proof of concept pilot.  The Task
Force is also working with the Postsecondary Education Standards Council (PESC) on standardizing data
and records for the delivery of student financial aid.  These building blocks, described below, will provide
the requirements, standards, and systems required to conduct the Access America for Students Pilot and
will ultimately make the national roll out of the Access America for Students Program a reality.

1.5.1.3 Student Associations
The following Student Associations have provided consultative support in the development of the
student.gov web site.  Their support and insights in planning for the Access America for Students Pilot
Program have also been invaluable.

§ United States Student Association;
§ National Association of Graduate-Professional Students;
§ American Medical Student Association; and
§ National Black Graduate Student Association.

1.5.1.4 Pilot Participants
The Access America for Students Task Force is working with the postsecondary student aid community
on developing the requirements for the pilot program, as well as defining the long-term strategy that will
result in a national source of information for all aid programs, including Federal aid programs, state and
private aid.  For the Phase I of the pilot, eight (8) schools, three (3) school advisors, several FFELP
lenders and guaranty agencies are participating in the pilot program.  Phase I pilot participants include the
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following.

Participating Schools:
§ DeVry Institute of Technology, DuPage, IL;
§ Iowa State University, Ames, IA;
§ New York University, New York, NY;
§ Tarrant County College, Fort Worth, TX;
§ University of Florida, Gainsville, FL;
§ University of Missouri, Kansas City, MO;
§ University of Northern Colorado, Greeley, CO; and
§ Western Governor’s University, Salt Lake City, UT.

Advisors:
§ George Washington University, Washington, DC;
§ Tennessee State University, Nashville, TN;
§ University of Maryland, College Park, MD; and
§ Systems & Computer Technology Corporation.

Federal Family Education Loan Program (FFELP) Participants:
§ Citibank;
§ Norwest Bank;
§ ELM Resources;
§ Colorado Student Loan Program;
§ Higher Education Services Corporation, New York; and
§ United Student Aid Funds.

Participation is expected to grow to about fifty (50) schools for Phase II of the pilot.

1.5.1.5 Access America for Student Partnership Forum
To support the commercial payments infrastructure, the financial services industry established operating
rules that govern the procedures, roles, and responsibilities of stakeholders in the payment process.  The
industry determined that such rules were necessary to allow for the universal exchange of funds and
information among stakeholders.  In order to foster the development of a common business environment
for student financial aid, the Federal agencies along with their postsecondary partners, face a similar need.
To support the development of a common business environment, an Access America for Students
Partnership Forum has been formed.  Membership in this forum is open to all postsecondary public and
private stakeholders.  The work of the Forum will focus on developing the common business processes
and operating standards for student aid programs.  The National Automated Clearinghouse Association
(NACHA) will facilitate the development process.  NACHA was instrumental in bringing together
stakeholders to develop business rules for the national Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) Program.  The
national EBT program replaces paper-based benefit delivery of Federal and state checks, food stamps,
vouchers, and other paper benefits with electronic benefit delivery through the commercial financial
services industry.  The EBT rules, which are known as the QuestTM Operating Rules, have been embraced
by EBT stakeholders including participating Federal agencies, states, commercial EBT transaction
processors, Point of Sale (POS) and Automated Teller Machine (ATM) networks, and retail merchants.
NACHA brings to the Access America for Students Program their expertise in bringing together a broad
range of public and private stakeholders to develop common operating and business standards.  This
Forum will be working in conjunction with the PESC.
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1.5.2 Building Blocks
The successful implementation of the Access America Pilot Program is focused on secure, electronic
access to student account information and the electronic transfer of Pell and Direct Loan funds and
information within the framework of a common, open operating environment.  To develop the common
operating platform, the Access America for Students initiative includes a number of building blocks.
Several of these building blocks provide tools for other Access America Programs as described below.

1.5.2.1 Student Account Manager

The Department has obtained the services of a commercial electronic payments transaction processor or
Student Account Manager.  Rather than continue to maintain processes whereby students and schools
must interface with multiple funding sources to obtain consolidated information on Federal student aid
activity, the SAM will establish a central account.  Pell and Federal Direct Loan transactions processed by
the SAM will be posted to the student’s account.  Information on transactions processed by the FFELP
community and other member of the student aid community will be consolidated with student account
information directly or through web linkages.  At the option of schools, the student account will also be
made available to provide information on Campus Based Aid.  Campus Based Programs8 are aid
programs funded by the Federal government but administered directly by the schools.  The Student Aid
Account will provide a single source of information on Federal financial aid for students, schools and
funding sources. The account will be maintained for students throughout the student aid life cycle.  In the
future, SAM functionality will be extended for use in providing information on student aid programs
delivered by other Federal agencies.

1.5.2.2 Electronic Access via the Web

The Department of Education will participate with other Federal agencies as a sponsor for the Access
America for Students web site.  As described above, the Access America for Students web interface will
provide secure access to the student account and will serve as a gateway to general information regarding
postsecondary education and to other Federal Access America programs.

1.5.2.3 Electronic Identification

The Access America for Students Program will coordinate efforts across government agencies and
schools serving the student population for common access to the student account and other Federal
electronic services.  Web access to the student account and other Federal systems and data will be secured
through the use of log-on IDs and passwords during Phase I of the pilot. During Phase II of the pilot,
Access America for Students will test the use of a commercial PKI service for identity authentication for
Internet access.  Digital signatures will also be used to sign documents, such as the FAFSA application
and promissory notes, and to authorize updates in personal information.

1.5.2.4 Standard Operating Platform
The Access America for Students Program will foster standard business processes and operating
standards for student financial aid processing.  These standards will create the foundation for a uniform
operating environment to support the diverse public and private sector stakeholders in delivering student
aid and other services to students.  Operating standards define stakeholder interaction, responsibilities,
transaction processing, as well as funds transfer and settlement processes using common standards.  To
develop common business processes and operating standards for the student programs, the Access
                                                  
8 Campus Based Programs include Federal Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grants, the Federal Work-Study
Program, and the Federal Perkins Loan Program.
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America for Students Partnership Forum is being formed.  Membership in the Forum will be open to all
public and private stakeholders.  The goal is to move towards integrated solutions for the delivery of
Federal student aid and other electronic services to students.

1.5.2.5 Pilot Test and Evaluation
The Department of Education, in conjunction with other Federal agencies and participating schools and
funding sources is conducting a two-phase Access America for Students Pilot Program.  The pilot is being
conducted as a proof of concept to test the reengineering of Department of Education student aid systems
and the infrastructure for Federal electronic delivery services to the public.  It was determined that a two-
phase approach was necessary to provide student aid participants with sufficient time to modify their
systems and processes to meet all program objectives.

Phase I of the Access America for Students Pilot will be conducted with 8 pilot and the 3 advisory
schools during the 1999-2000 award year.  Phase I of the pilot will focus on several objectives including:

§ Designate a commercial transaction processor to serve as the Federal Student Account Manager;

§ Establish and maintain student accounts for student aid recipients at each of the pilot schools;

§ Use the commercial payment systems to originate Pell and Direct Loan disbursement requests and
disburse student aid proceeds; and

§ Provide secure Internet access to student account information.

Phase II of the pilot will be conducted with about fifty (50) pilot schools during the 2000-2001 award
year.  In addition to continuing Phase I processes, Phase II of the pilot will focus on more complex
objectives including:
§ Establish and use common record formats and business processes for the origination, disbursement,

and repayment of student aid;

§ Work with members of the postsecondary aid community to link Federal, state and private student aid
data through a virtual or consolidated database to provide students, schools and lenders with a single
source of information for all student aid programs;

§ Extend program functionality to include Direct Loan repayment and servicing;

§ Work with the community to develop a set of common business processes and operating standards
that will delineate the rights and responsibilities of student aid stakeholders and create a foundation
for a uniform operating environment; and

§ Use Public Key technology and digital signatures for electronic filings to the Federal government and
for secure web access.

An evaluation will be conducted during and after each phase.  Results of the evaluation will be published.
If necessary, systems and processes will be refined.

1.5.2.6 Strategy for National Availability
As concepts are evaluated and validated, they will be made available for national roll out.  Thus,
processes will become available at different times, depending on their readiness.  Assuming positive
validation of the concept, by 2001, there will be national availability of all program components.  A
recruitment effort will be required to prepare and facilitate school conversion.  To facilitate these efforts,
the Access America for Students Communications Team is developing a Marketing and Communications
Plan.  This plan will target opportunities to increase student and school participation in the Access
America for Students Program.
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1.6 Benefits of Access America for Students
Access America for Students is expected to be beneficial to all stakeholders, creating a “win-win”
situation for all.

1.6.1 Benefits to Students
Students will gain substantial convenience from Access America for Students including:

§ One source for student aid data throughout a student’s life.

§ Information is organized and managed for easier access.

§ Students are able to access a range of government and institutional services via a web site gateway
and hyperlinks that are directed to a student’s needs.

§ Internet information will be available when the student needs it, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.

§ Privacy is protected through the use of digital certificates for identity authentication.

§ Digital signature technology provides the capability for electronic filing of business documents to the
Federal government.

§ Students have added opportunities for loan counseling via the web site, including repayment
calculations and other simulation tools.  By being able to see their full aid status in one place, students
better understand the extent of their loan commitments.

1.6.2 Benefits to Schools
Access America for Students provides conveniences to schools as follows:

§ The student account provides faster processing and easier access to student aid data.

§ Is expected to result in reduced reporting requirements to the Federal government.

§ Will result in easier reconciliation of student aid originations and disbursements.

§ Provides tools, such as electronic IDs and Digital Signature to support distance education programs,
making it easier for schools to provide flexibility for their target audiences.

1.6.3 Benefits to Financial Institutions (Lenders, GAs, Servicers, Collection Agencies, Etc.)
Access America for Students will provide efficiencies to financial institutions as follows:

§ Common business practices in the delivery of student financial aid.

§ Widespread deployment and use of Internet and other electronic services delivery.

§ Common record formats and data definitions leading to reduced need for system changes and
processing costs.

§ Improved customer service through easy access and reduced processing cycle time.



AAFS Strategic Plan
July 30, 1999

15

1.6.4 Benefits to the Federal Government
The Government will realize economies of scale and enhanced convenience from the Access America for
Students Program as follows:

§ Improved cash management and reconciliation of Federal financial aid disbursements through the
establishment and use of commercial standards for internal controls and auditability.

§ Through electronic services, processing times and costs will be reduced.

§ Working together, each agency can benefit the risk reduction and help the government deliver
information and services more efficiently and securely to a much wider audience.

§ By utilizing a secured national infrastructure for delivering benefits and information, Access America
enforces necessary security and ensures student privacy.

§ Government oversight and fraud detection efforts are improved because the government now has the
ability to access up-to-date student account information whenever it is needed.

§ Through a web site gateway, the government can reach students who typically would not know of its
services.

2. STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES
As the Federal government approaches the new millennium, migrating to electronic information and
service delivery is a primary goal.  In moving to the electronic environment, the Access America report
set forth a number of key objectives.  The Access America for Students Program embraces these
objectives:

§ Implement Privacy and Security Processes. As the government migrates to an electronic, non-face-
to-face environment, the security and privacy of citizens should not only be preserved but should also
be enhanced.

§ Improve Cash Management Controls. The Access America for Students aid funds disbursement
processes will improve SFA cash management controls and reconciliation by tying funds
disbursement to student level data and through the implementation of just-in-time funding.

§ Leverage Commercial Systems. To the degree practical, government information technology
initiatives should piggyback onto commercially available systems and products.  Government will
look to industry to provide innovative solutions in the delivery of services such as PKI, electronic
payments, and Internet access.

§ Establish Common Business Environment. Department of Education information technology efforts
should be based on common operating platforms to support interoperability.  In addition, the
Department should work with other members of the postsecondary community to develop a common
business environment and operating standards.

2.1 Implement Privacy and Security Processes
A key factor to the success of Access America for Students is to ensure the privacy and confidentiality of
student information in the non-face-to-face environment of electronic commerce.  When applications
require robust authentication, data integrity, and confidentiality, the government intends to use
commercial public key encryption to ensure that data being transmitted across Internet-based protocols is



AAFS Strategic Plan
July 30, 1999

16

safeguarded.

2.1.1 Privacy Principles
The Access America report outlines steps to increase citizen and business access to the most commonly
requested government services via the Internet by the year 2000.  To achieve this vision, the public must
have confidence that the government systems with which they interact electronically will provide
adequate security and privacy safeguards.  Both service providers and customers must be able to obtain
and provide information and conduct other transactions with the confidence that security and privacy will
be maintained.  To facilitate this access with trust, all partners must find ways to cooperate in building a
PKI to promote and support these new relationships.

To ensure public confidence in privacy protection, representatives from various Federal entities including
the Office of Management and Budget, the Government Information Technology Services (GITS) Board,
the Federal PKI Steering Committee, the GSA’s Office of Governmentwide Policy, the Department of
Education, and the Federal Trade Commission have worked together with key privacy experts from
industry to develop a set of privacy principles which will be embraced by the Access America for
Students Program.  These principles, presented in the following chart, guide how the government can
securely do business with the public over the Internet.

Privacy Principles

Developed in coordination with key stakeholders, these inviolate privacy principles are crucial to the
acceptance by the public of electronic delivery of government services through the Internet.

General Principles

1. Personal information obtained and used only in
ways that respect privacy.

2. Information not destroyed or altered improperly.
3. Information to be timely, accurate and relevant.

Customer Rights

1. Right to access and correct
information.

2. Right to protect
confidentiality and integrity
of transactions.

3. Right to remain anonymous
when appropriate.

4. Right of redress if harmed
by improper disclosure.

Information User Principles

1. Assess privacy impact before collecting, disclosing,
or using personal information.

2. Collect and keep only information needed to support
current or planned activities.

3. Assure information is timely, accurate and relevant.
4. Disclose why information is being collected, how it

will be used and protected, and right of redress.
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2.1.2 Access America for Students Privacy Principles
The Access America Program will work with participating agencies to adopt and follow the Access
America for Students privacy principles or develop appropriate agency specific policies.  The objective
for Access America for Students is to build public confidence in using Federal web-based applications to
access information or otherwise conduct business with the Federal government over the web links. In
providing information and Federal services through the Internet, Access America for Students will
maintain the confidentiality of student information and will not release information for third party use.

2.1.3 Web Privacy and Security
In order to provide an adequate level of assurance as to government conformance to these privacy
principles, the Access
America for Students
Program will adhere to the
President’s Memorandum
dated June 2, 1999
regarding Privacy Policies
for Federal Web Sites.
This memorandum
provides Federal agencies
with guidelines for posting
and maintaining clear
privacy policies on Federal
web sites. The policy must
clearly and concisely
inform visitors to the site
what information the
agency collects about
individuals, why the
information is collected,
and how the agency uses
the information.  In
addition,  Federal agencies
are directed to protect an
individual’s right to
privacy under the Privacy
Act [U.S.C. 552a] and
OMB Circular No. A-130,
Management of Federal
Information Resources,
[61 Fed. Reg. 6428, Feb.
20, 1996] and by the
Principles for Providing
and Using Personal
Information published by
the Information
Infrastructure Task Force on June 6, 1995.

The Access America for Students Program is also exploring the use of industry-based web privacy
practice seals, as well as the potential for a Federal privacy practice seal.  However, the general consensus

Thank you for visiting our web site. Our privacy policy is simple and
straightforward:

1.We collect no personal information about you unless you choose to
provide that information to us.  We do not use "cookies" or other techniques
that collect personal information about you without your knowledge.

2.In the normal course of events, we share your information with no outside
organizations.  We collect no information for commercial marketing
purposes.

3.You may voluntarily submit personal information (your name and e-mail
address).  If you do, we'll provide a specific notice before you begin
submitting any personal information, explaining how your information will
be safeguarded.

Our policy discloses the privacy practices for the Access America for
Students web site.  But our site contains links to other sites.  When you
leave the Access America for Students site, a page will appear saying you
are leaving our server. We're making no promises about the privacy
practices of other web sites.  Once you link to another site, you are subject
to the privacy and security policies of the new site.  We encourage you to
read the privacy policies of any site you link to from ours, especially if you
share any personal information.  Be informed.  You are the person best
qualified to protect your own privacy.  If you want to know more about how
we record non-personal information about your visit or how we use
information that you voluntarily submit, read on.
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is that the Federal Privacy Act requirements are more stringent and provide a higher level of security and
privacy than industry Internet privacy and security requirements.

At a minimum, the Access America for Students web site will openly share:

§ What personal information is being gathered;

§ How it will be used;

§ With whom it will be shared;

§ Who is gathering the information;

§ What options the user has;

§ What security procedures are in place to prevent misuse or loss; and

§ How users can correct information to control its dissemination.

By developing a privacy and security program, Access America for Students guarantees that student and
other stakeholder privacy and confidentiality will be maintained.

2.2 Improve SFA Cash Management Controls
The Department of Education disburses over $50 billion annually in student financial assistance through
postsecondary schools.  Currently, schools make advance lump sum funding requests to the Department
to fund disbursements to student aid recipients.  The value of these advance lump sum funding requests
are based on school estimates of their aid funding needs for a several day period.  As the Department
makes disbursement to schools, there is no way of tying the disbursements to the individual students
receiving the aid.  Often, weeks or months go by before the Department receives the data necessary to
reconcile student aid disbursements to the school to the student aid recipients at the school.  The difficulty
in reconciling SFA disbursements is compounded by the need for schools to make ensuing lump sum
funding requests as they process financial aid packages for other students.

The Access America for Students Program is implementing disbursement processes with built in controls
that eliminate the problems associated with current aid disbursement reconciliation in several ways:

§ Just-in-Time Funding. Access America for Students eliminates the need for schools to seek advance
funding.  Aid disbursement funds requests will be processed overnight by the Student Account
Manager for disbursement to the school on the next banking day.

§ Disbursement Tied to Individual Student Aid Recipient. Schools will compile funds disbursement
requests for individual students and transmit them in a batch file to the Student Account Manager.
The Student Account Manager will validate the funds request for each student against a previously
received aid origination record for that student.  If no origination record is on file or if the amount
requested for disbursement to the student exceeds the funding limit per the origination record, the
disbursement request for the student will be rejected and returned to the school for correction.  If the
disbursement request is validated against an origination record, the Student Account Manager will
post the disbursement to the individual’s student account and process the disbursement request for
next banking day funding to the school’s designated financial institution through the Automated
Clearing House (ACH).
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§ Daily Reconciliation.  At the end of each processing day, the Student Account Manager will balance
and reconcile the general ledger accounts.  School disbursement funding totals will be balanced to the
sum total of validated individual student disbursement records processed for the day.  Aid Program
funding totals will be reconciled to both school funding totals and validated individual student
disbursement records for that Aid Program.  Only after all ledgers balance will the funds settlement
transactions be forwarded to the ACH for processing.

§ Program Management Reporting and Audit Controls. Each processing day, the Student Account
Manager will transmit validated disbursement records by Aid Program to the Department of
Education.  At the end of each processing day, the Student Account Manager will produce
management reports for the Department showing funding disbursements by school and by Aid
Program.  The Department will have the daily funding positions for each school and each Aid
Program and can reconcile the positions to the sum total value of the individual student disbursement
records received for that day.

For the first time, through the processes implemented by the Access America for Students Program, the
Department will have in place sound funds management controls and audit capability.

2.3 Leverage Commercial Systems
A key government principle for adopting emerging technology is to use commercial processes where
possible. The Department of Education seeks to reduce operating costs by maximizing the use of
available commercial services for Pell and Direct Loan transaction processing.  Access America for
Students will utilize the services of a commercial transaction processor to maintain the student account
information and process aid origination, disbursement, and repayment transactions for posting to the
student account.

Strategically, the goal of the Access America for Students Program is to mimic the commercial credit
card industry.  The program wants to build the same reliance and confidence in student aid financial
delivery that exists for credit card holders and merchants nationally and internationally in processing
standard credit card transactions.  Additionally, the Access America for Students Project will utilize other
commercial systems and services as appropriate.  Commercial PKI services for authenticating the identity
of the students and other stakeholders accessing loan information will provide a foundation for securely
accessing student financial information.  Similarly, commercial services will be utilized to provide web
access to government services.

2.4 Establish a Common Business Environment
The Access America for Students Program will foster standard business processes and operating
standards for Pell and Direct Loan student financial aid processing.  In addition, a primary Department of
Education goal is to work with other members of the postseconary community to develop an integrated
solution for the delivery of student aid based on common business practices and operating standards.
These standards will create the foundation for a uniform business environment to support the diverse
public and private sector stakeholders that comprise the Student Aid Program.

In addition to providing the basis for interoperability among student aid stakeholders, as standard data
formats, common operating standards, and re-engineered business processes are developed, the
commercial sector will have the incentive to develop products and services that can be integrated with the
delivery of student financial aid.  As standards are increasingly adopted, campus solution vendors will
incorporate additional capabilities and interfaces with legacy systems into their products.  An open system
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with common standards will make it easier for non-Federal aid data to be integrated with Federal student
aid data so that the financial aid community can have a single common point of access to information.

2.4.1 Develop Common Record Formats

In order to establish an integrated system that enables data transfer and sharing across systems, it is
critical that common data formats for origination, disbursement, and repayment records be developed.
These formats will be based on open standards commonly used for processing commercial card
transactions.  Commercial business logic, editing, and accounting rules will govern these transactions.
The Access America for Students Task Force is working with the Student Account Manager and the
postsecondary community to test common record formats during Phase II of the pilot.  While the
Department can only implement these record formats for the Federal aid programs, the ultimate goal is for
all postsecondary aid stakeholders to adopt these common record formats.

2.4.2 Develop Common Business Processes and Operating Standards
To support the commercial payments infrastructure, the financial services industry established Operating
Rules that govern the procedures, roles, and responsibilities of stakeholders in the payment process.  The
industry determined that such rules were necessary to allow for the universal exchange of funds and
information among stakeholders.  There is a similar need in order to foster the development of a common
operating platform for Federal student aid programs. To develop common business processes and
operating standards the Access America for Students Partnership Forum is being formed.  Membership in
the Forum is open to all stakeholders.  NACHA will act as a facilitator in bringing together Forum
members to achieve consensus and develop common business processes and operating standards.
NACHA’s councils, including the Council for Electronic Billing and Payment, the Internet Council, and
the Financial Electronic Commerce Council, will be available to the Access America for Students
Partnership Forum as needed to support development of the common business processes and operating
standards.

2.4.3 Develop and Test PKI for Government
The Access America report called for electronic delivery of government services built upon secure
Internet access to Federal systems.  For citizens to make use of this electronic access to information,
filings, and applications, they must be confident that such access is based upon an adequate security
foundation.  As the user community expands, the need to provide strong authentication and ensure
privacy will grow.  Electronic transactions depend upon a trusted environment, where information is kept
confidential, its integrity is ensured, users can be authenticated, and transactions cannot be repudiated.
The security foundation for web-based applications, therefore, must provide for the following security
requirements:

§ Authentication. Ensure that transmissions and messages, and their originators, are authentic, and that
a recipient is eligible to receive specific categories of information.

§ Data Integrity. Ensure that data are unchanged from their source and have not been accidentally or
maliciously altered.

§ Nonrepudiation. Ensure strong and substantial evidence is available to the sender of data that the data
have been delivered (with the cooperation of the recipient), and, to the recipient, of the sender’s
identity, sufficient to prevent either from successfully denying having sent or received the data.  This
includes the ability of a third party to verify the integrity and origin of the data.

§ Confidentiality. Ensure that information can be read only by authorized entities.
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The Federal government intends to use emerging PKI (including digital signatures and encryption) to
provide the security foundation for web-based applications.  Federal PKI is based upon the Access With
Trust document that provides the guiding principles for
electronic services delivery.  Issued in September 1998 by the
Federal PKI Steering Committee, the GITS Board and OMB,
Access with Trust describes the strategy for development of a
trusted PKI that the Federal government can use.  To achieve the
vision of electronic service delivery to citizens, the Federal
government must demonstrate that a PKI can effectively
transform the manner in which individuals and organizations
interact with government in beneficial ways.  For the PKI to
succeed, it must provide a level of assurance for users which is
greater than that afforded by security measures currently in
place.  Furthermore, to show that a PKI works, the government
must demonstrate it in real-life applications that touch people’s
lives in a positive way.  The Access America for Students Program furnishes just such an opportunity to
showcase the benefits of the emerging PKI to the public at large.

Even though Federal government applications for information security represent a large and diverse
customer base for security and privacy solutions, few government requirements differ fundamentally from
those of the business world.  Most security solutions will be developed by private industry and will be
offered to a broader customer base as off-the-shelf products or services.  The selection of commercially
available technology and products is expected to demonstrate successful use of a PKI across multiple
Federal agencies operating within their own legally or institutionally mandated environment.  Flexibility,
adaptability, extensibility (ability to serve users having divergent environments and interests),
expandability, scalability (ability to support a much larger user base), and interoperability represent
critical features that the technology and products must possess.

Toward these ends, the Access America for Students Program intends to use a PKI that can be used
interoperably with other Access America initiatives and other Federal agencies.  For PKI to work
successfully, an individual’s public key must be properly bound to that individual’s identity.  Therefore,
Access America for Students will test trustworthy methods of binding electronic IDs to people using
commercial grade certificates.

To support the Access America Program and provide the necessary digital certificates, GSA has
developed the ACES Program.  Under the ACES Program, GSA issued a RFP for commercial grade PKI
services January 4, 1999.  Contract award will be made in fall of 1999, so that commercial grade
certificates for Access America for Students can be obtained through the ACES contract schedule.

The ACES Program comprises the following components:

§ On-line certificate application process;

§ Two registration processes:

• Identity verified by ACES service vendors against multiple independent databases;

• Agency/local registration through authorized representatives;

Access With Trust: Guiding
Principles for Electronic

Services Delivery

§ Use commercially available
technology and products.

§ Support multiple technologies
and promote interoperability.

§ Work closely with industry
and other parties.
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§ On-line certificate status validity verification; and

§ No fee to the public for digital ID.

A successful PKI is dependent on trustworthy and dependable identification proofing.  Certificate
Authorities are dependent on local registration agents to verify and validate an individual’s identification
documents prior to requesting a certificate and registering them into the system.  The Access America for
Students Program Pilot will test the viability of using schools as registration agents.  The Access America
for Students Pilot will also accommodate situations in which certificates are needed for identity
authentication for students who are not yet enrolled or for parents.  ACES provides flexibility in meeting
the public’s needs by providing for remote registration when in-person registration is not viable.

Agency implementations of PKIs need to promote interoperability among those agencies.  Therefore, on
the acceptance side, Access America for Students will test ability of agencies to accept various certificate
types from various end-points both inside and outside of government in an effort to demonstrate
certificate interoperability.  Access America for Students will provide a “test-bed” for the evolution of the
PKI within the Federal government.  Initially, Access America for Students will function as a
“membership” PKI.  Access America for Students will exchange certificates with other agencies based
upon pre-established common agreements among the participating agencies.  Agencies forming the
“membership” will be using certificates provided by multiple Certificate Authorities acting under the
ACES contract vehicle.  Participants, through inter-agency contractual relationships, will agree upon a
comprehensive certificate policy.9  The relying parties (the agencies) will have bi-lateral agreements in
force with the other “members” of the PKI.

Eventually, as the Access America for Students Program evolves and expands, it will move toward a fully
open PKI in which interoperability will be based on common operating rules rather than agency-to-
agency contractual agreements.  Students will have the option of obtaining digital certificates through the
ACES program (“membership” PKI) or using any commercial vendor to supply a certificate (“open”
PKI).  The scope of the PKI will grow substantially, as will the number of participating commercial
Certificate Authorities.  The figure below depicts the role of Access America for Students in the evolution
of the Federal PKI.

                                                  
9 The ACES Certificate Policy is available at the URL gsa.gov/aces.
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Access America for Students will play a pivotal role in the development and testing of a PKI that the
Federal government can use.  Through this program, the operation of PKI services made available
through the ACES contract will be evaluated and clarified.  Access America for Students will assist the
government in learning about the use of the PKI to provide secure transactions for a variety of
government programs.  As “lessons learned” are amassed, the PKI processes will be refined, enabling the
ultimate evolution toward the open model needed for electronic delivery of government services on a
wide-scale.

3. ACCESS AMERICA FOR STUDENTS KEY COMPONENTS

During the initial Access America for Students kickoff meeting held in May 1998, the participating
Federal agencies identified key components needed to support the electronic processing of services and
benefits.  As a way of determining these needs, each agency identified the current electronic processes
being offered in comparison to the desired offerings being requested by their customers.   When
comparing the desired services it quickly became apparent that:

§ All agencies were trying to attract more electronic customers;

§ Electronic processing provided greater customer service and improved data integrity;

§ Electronic processing reduced agency operating costs;
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§ An electronic ID was needed before an agency or customer could take full advantage of the Internet
for transaction purposes; and

§ Privacy and security concerns were utmost in everyone’s mind.

The agencies identified three key components necessary for electronic service delivery including:

§ A web gateway to Federal services and benefits;

§ An electronic ID for accessing secure information and electronic transactions; and

§ A centralized account where students can monitor their benefit transactions via secure Internet access.

Access America for Students
Key Components

3.1 Students.gov - Electronic Access via the Web
Access America for Students will use the URL students.gov.  The students.gov web site gateway will
serve as a central focal point for postsecondary students seeking information about Federal services and
benefits.  From the students.gov web page, the student can access a number of Federal services.  Links
exist to the Federal Information Center, Camping and Recreation registration, Federal Tax payments,
Federal Internships, and VA benefits.  Using the Access America for Students web site, the student can
perform tasks as diverse as submitting VA enrollment certification, requesting a passport application, or
finding a job.  The Department of Education will host an Access America for Students web site that will
serve as a gateway to Federal agency transactions and information and to the student account which will
be maintained by a commercial EFT transactions processor or Student Account Manager.  The Access
America for Students web site will provide reciprocal links with pilot partners and provide public
information on pilot updates.  There are more than 200 Federal links to the students.gov web site; the list
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of links and descriptions of representative Federal programs that can be accessed are provided in the
Appendices to this Plan.

The Access America for Students students.gov web site provides access to a core suite of applications,
organizing a range of information about student related Federal programs.  The students.gov web site will
implement an electronic “yellow pages” that students, schools and other stakeholders can use to access a
suite of electronic services relevant to students and to gain access to secure data and systems through an
electronic ID.  The yellow pages will provide easy reference to navigate through an organized structure
for government information and services.  In addition, to Federal information and services, the program
envisions a wide range of sponsors for non-Federal services as well. The following figure is
representative of the types of services available to students through students.gov.

3.2  Electronic Identification
A key goal of the Access America initiative is ensure identification and authentication of the student for
the purposes of handling confidential information and conducting financial transactions in person and
over the Internet (or other public networks).  Confidential information includes such items as legal
documents (FAFSA, loan promissory notes, tax filing), grade reports, family financial information and
course registration.  Access America for Students will coordinate efforts across agencies and schools
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serving the student population for common access to Federal electronic services.  Access will be
controlled and protected by two methods:

PIN.  During Phase I of the pilot, an electronic Personal Identification Number (PIN) will be used to
authenticate students for access to student account information and other Federal services.  During Phase
II of the pilot, the intent is to migrate to the use of more robust digital signatures.

Digital Certificate.  The anticipated ACES award in Summer 1999 will make certificates available to the
public for use in accessing Federal government services by year end.  A designated Certificate Authority
will issue digital certificates to students.  This certificate will allow students to access a suite of on-line
services offered by participating agencies, including such services as Veterans’ educational benefits, tax
filing with IRS, and electronic address change with the Postal Service.  A specific goal of the Access
America for Students Pilot is to test the use of electronic signatures for the FAFSA, loan promissory
notes, and other Federal documents.  In addition, participating schools plan to make available student
services such as course registration, access to grades and links to other student oriented web sites.  Using
a digital certificate and digital signature, students will be able to authenticate their identity and validate
that they are the originators of messages containing financial and confidential information.

In both cases, the verification of identity will be performed according to standard commercial practices
within a secured environment.

3.3 Student Account Manager (SAM)
The U.S. Department of Education provides the largest volume of student assistance to postsecondary
students totaling over $50 billion annually.  The Access America for Students Program will test the use of
a proven commercial infrastructure to track the approval, disbursement, and repayment of student
financial aid.  The SAM, a commercial transaction processor, will provide a Student Account
Management System to process student aid transactions and post them to a student account.  The SAM
will link to the student.gov web site to provide electronic access to individual student accounts that will
have up-to-date information on financial benefits at the award stage, disbursement stage, and if applicable
repayment stage.  This information will be accessible by the student throughout their educational life and
available via the Internet 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.

While the U.S. Department of Education is the first Federal agency to utilize the SAM, other agencies are
exploring the use of this common infrastructure to track the delivery of benefits.   The U.S. Department of
Labor plans to use the Account Manager component to pilot the delivery of Workforce Investment funds
via state agencies during Year Two.   Veterans Affairs is exploring the option of extending this
component to state agencies that administer the delivery of Chapter 30 Montgomery GI Bill funds to
reservists.  A detailed description of the functionality of the Student Account Management System and
other Federal initiatives to provide secure electronic access to constituents is provided in the Appendices
to this plan.

Rather than continue to maintain systems whereby students and schools must interface with multiple
funding sources to obtain consolidated information on student aid activity, the vision is to use a single
system to process and provide access to Federal aid programs.  The Department of Education will be the
first Federal agency to use the services of the SAM.  The Department envisions that the SAM will
establish and maintain the student account and the supporting systems for Pell Grant aid origination and
disbursement and Federal Direct Loan origination, disbursement and repayment.  The Student Account
Manager will interface with the Department, students, schools and funding sources using common
business processes and the student account will provide a single source of information. The SAM will
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post and process Pell and Direct Loan disbursement transactions for next day payment through the ACH.
Based on security levels, each industry participant (student, school, fund source or Federal agency) will
be able to access the above account activity.  While the student can access their account information via
the web 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, customer service representatives will also be available to answer
questions via a toll free number.

4. ACCESS AMERICA FOR STUDENT PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT

4.1  The Pilot Program—Major Events/Time Frames

The Department of Education, in conjunction with participating Federal agencies and the postsecondary
community, will conduct a two-year, two-phase pilot program.  The figure below presents an overview of

the timeline for both phases of the pilot.  The pilot will include both planning and implementation tasks.
The key milestones and their scheduled completion dates are shown in this timeline.

4.1.1 Pilot Phase I Process Flow

The Access America for Students Pilot Phase I will test new business processes using the Student
Account Manager to process Pell Grant and Direct Loan aid transactions.  Students will access account
information through a secure web site using an electronic ID for access.  The process flow for this new
business process is depicted in the figure below.
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Step 1:  The College/University prepares an Origination Record for each program type and electronically
submits it to the appropirate Fund Source for review.

Step 2A:  The Fund Source performs its normal edits and electronically sends the Accepted/Rejected
Origination Records to the College/University.

Step 2B:  The Fund Source simultaneously sends duplicate Accepted/Rejected Origination Records to the
Student Account Manager.

Step 3A: After determining each student’s eligibility, the College/University sends Direct Loan
Disbursement Request Records to the Student Account Manager (student level transactions by batch or
individually).

Step 3B:  The College/University sends Pell Disbursement Request Records to the Funds Source.

Step 3C.  The Funds Source sends Pell Disbursement Request Records to the Student Account Manager.

Step 4 A:  The Student Account Manager processes Disbursement Requests that comply with approved
Origination Record and posts the transactions to the Student Account.
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Step 4B: The Student Account Manager sends Funds Request to each Federal Funds Source (Pell and
Direct Loan).

Step 4C: The Student Account Manager forwards Pell and Direct Loan funds via ACH to
College/University bank account.

Step 4D: The Student Account Manager receives Pell/Direct Loan funds reimbursement via Fed Wire
from each Funds Source.

Step 5: Schools deliver excess student aid funds to students.

Step 6: During Phase I of the pilot, information on FFEL and Campus Based Aid is transmitted to the
Student Account Manager to provide a single source of information on Federal financial aid.

4.1.2 Pilot Phase II Process Flow
During Phase II of the pilot, Access America for Students Program functionality will be expanded and
enhanced.  Common record formats will be used for all aid programs and the SAM will receive
origination and disbursement records directly from schools for editing and processing.  The Phase II
process flow is presented below.

Step 1:  The College/University prepares Origination Records for each program type.  For Pell and Direct
Loans, the Origination Records are submitted to the Student Account Manager.

Step 2A:  The Student Account Manager performs edits and electronically sends the College/University
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Accepted/Rejected Origination Records

Step 2B:  The Student Account Manager sends duplicate Accepted/Rejected Origination Records to the
Funds Source.

Step 3:  After determining each student’s eligibility, the College/University sends Disbursement Records
to the Student Account Manager (student level transactions by batch or individually).

Step 4 A:  The Student Account Manager processes Disbursement Records that comply with approved
Origination Records and posts the Disbursement to the student account.

Step 4B: The Student Account Manager sends a Pell/Direct Loan Funds Request to each Federal Funding
Source.

Step 4C. The Student Account Manager forwards funds (Pell/Direct Loan) via ACH to
College/University bank account and sends Disbursement Acknowledgement Records to the
College/University.

Step 4D: The Student Account Manager receives Pell/Direct Loan funds reimbursement from each
Funding Source via ACH.

Step 5: Schools deliver excess student aid funds to students.

Step 6A: During Phase II of the pilot, for some aid programs, information may be sent directly to the
Student Account Manager to provide as a source of information on Federal financial aid.

Step 6B:  During Phase II of the pilot, the Department will work with the postsecondary community to
develop linkages to student aid information and to make aid information available through a single web
interface to a virtual student account.

4.1.3 Phase I Goals

In Phase I (first year), 10 schools will participate for the Student Aid Award Year 1999-2000 (July 1,
1999 – June 30, 2000).  Approximately 6 to 8 lenders will also participate.  Phase I goals are described
below.

4.1.3.1 Students.gov Web Site

Access America for Students will have a web-based interface that can be used by students, schools,
lenders, and Department of Education staff.  The Access America for Student web site at students.gov
will provide links to the following sites:

§ EGov.  Your electronic government.  An on-line catalog with everything from planning your
education to careers and travel.

§ eGov.lab. What are Federal agencies cooking up in the eGov lab?  Learn how technology is being
used to make government work for students.

§ Student.gov.eZINE:  An “electronic magazine” with information about Access America for Students
and news from participating Federal agencies and pilot schools.
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Students.gov will provide links to enable students to review their student aid accounts and to access other
Federal electronic services.  An electronic PIN will be required for access.

4.1.3.2  Internet Access to Student Account Information

The Student Account Manager will have a web site that links to students.gov.  Through the Student
Account Manager web site (account.students.gov), students and schools will be able to view student
account information.  Schools will be able to generate reports and perform user administration functions.
Customer Service representatives will be able to access the student records, perform user password
changes, browse and update users, and perform other system administration functions.

4.1.3.3 Student Aid Reporting

The Student Account Manager will provide a variety of reports that can be requested by schools or
Department of Education staff.  The Reports include: Daily Batch Detail by Drawdown Report, Detail
and Summary Origination/Disbursement Reject Reports, Record Level Detail Report, and Batch Status
Inquiry.

4.1.3.4 Electronic ID application

In Phase I the electronic ID application will center around the use of a PIN.  The “PIN” web site will be
linked to the Access For Students web site and the “PIN” application will be used to authenticate students
and parents participating in the student aid programs using a PIN.  This approach will provide a transition
to the use of digital certificates in the next phase.

4.1.3.5 Recruitment for Phase II

The Access America for Students Task Force will develop criteria for recruitment of additional schools.
The Project Team will develop a press kit, exhibit booth, fact sheets, and other marketing materials to
assist in school recruitment.

4.1.4 Phase II Goals
The goal of Phase II is to test the full range of Pell and Direct Loan student aid transactions supported by
the commercial processor, Total Systems Service (TSYS), from aid origination to billing and collection.
Other Federal agencies also have additional electronic services they wish to test with the pilot school
students.  About fifty (50) schools will participate for the Student Aid Award Year 2000 – 2001 (July 1,
2000 – June 30, 2001).  Approximately 15 to 20 lenders will participate in this second phase of the pilot.
During Phase II the following modernization goals will be addressed.

4.1.4.1 Common Origination and Payment Process

§ Full Direct Loan and Pell Origination. This objective is to test the use of the commercial system’s
credit evaluation process to edit and approve Pell and Direct Loan origination records.  The approved
records will set the award limit that will be used to validate subsequent disbursement transactions.

• TSYS’Automated Credit Evaluation (ACE) system has extensive editing and credit scoring
capabilities.  Under the proposed common process, schools will send both Pell and Direct Loan
origination records to SAM for editing and approval.  The Department of Education will need to
examine current editing rules and criteria and map them to TSYS’ ACE capabilities.  In the event
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that TSYS cannot accommodate all editing rules, ED will need to consider eliminating the edit or
develop other alternatives consistent with the goal of using the commercial system.

• The commercial system could help Direct Loans improve the timeliness of PLUS loan approval.

• The handling of promissory notes will need further analysis.

§ Pell Grant Disbursements.  Under Phase I, the decision point for approving a Pell disbursement
record remained in the Pell Recipient Financial Management System (RFMS).  Under Phase II, the
payment approval point will move to the Student Account Manager as is being done for Direct Loans
in Phase I.  This will result in a common disbursement process for both Pell and Direct Loan
transactions.

• During the pilot, the edit for over-awards by non-pilot schools would be after disbursement (the
number is expected to be very small, if any.)  Under a full-scale implementation of the SAM, this
edit could be reinstituted prior to disbursement.  More options may be available after further
analysis.

• SAM will reject Pell disbursements that fail edits, rather than recalculate and reduce the payment
amount.  This change is needed to be consistent with Direct Loans and commercial business
practice.

§ Non-Federal Programs  Data and Disbursement Services. Schools and students desire a single
point of contact for information about multiple aid programs.  This will be a limited test to determine
whether non-Federal program data can reside in a secure environment parallel with Federal data.
Access controls will limit access to data to only authorized parties.  Several state grant agencies are
interested in using the commercial processor for disbursing program funds using the common
process.  Phase II will provide an opportunity to pursue this objective.

§ Other Federal Programs. The Department of Labor plans to pilot the use of the Student Account
Manager for originating and disbursing educational funds under the Workforce Investment Act
(WIA).  This Act requires the development of individual training accounts that will be populated by
local workforce investment boards nationwide.  By using the same process flows developed for
student aid delivery and web-based smart forms for data entry, local boards will be able to establish
life-long learner awards for use at designated training providers.  During the first year of the program,
all Title IV schools are automatically eligible to be WIA training providers.  Schools not participating
directly in the Title IV pilot will still be able to access WIA funds through the use of a web-based
funds request process.

The Department of Health and Human Services, Health Resources and Services Administration plans
to assess the feasibility of using the Student Account Manager to make disbursements for the Campus
Based Student Financial Aid Programs.  These programs include:

• Health Professionals Student Loan Program;

• Primary Care Loan Program;

• Loans for Disadvantaged Students Program;

• Nursing Student Loan Program; and
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• Scholarships for Disadvantaged Students Program.

4.1.4.2 Open Standards and Systems

§ Common Record Formats/Open Standards. To support the common process, pilot schools will need
to generate new record formats for Pell, Direct Loans and FFELP.  These formats will be based on
open standards used for commercial credit card transactions.  The same formats will be used for all
three programs.  Commercial business logic, editing and accounting rules will govern these
transactions.  Adopting a common, open format now will provide more options in the choice of future
commercial account managers and help schools migrate to the new process.  NACHA and PESC will
assist in developing and promulgating the financial interchange standards.  A workgroup of software
developers, FFELP participants and OSFA staff has been formed to begin testing the financial
exchange standard (disbursement request and ACH payment/remittance) in Academic Year 1999-
2000 based on earlier Project EASI standards work.

§ Improved Account Set-up. As additional functionality and lifelong learning features are added to the
student account, improved methods of account set-up will be needed.  In Phase II, the validated
student application data (abbreviated ISIR) will be used to create an inactive SAM shell account.
The SAM account will be activated when an origination record is received.   Additional account set-
up processes will be needed to support the Department of Labor and other Federal agencies.

4.1.4.3 Secure Transactions/Enhanced Web Access

§ Access America Web Site Links for all Students. For any student who has an “Education PIN”
(formerly an Electronic Access Code), the Access America web site will provide access to the student
records maintained by the Direct Loan Servicing System, the National Student Loan Data System and
potentially other systems and service providers.  Students will be issued a PIN upon application for
Federal aid.  The PIN will serve as a common authentication device across Department of Education
systems.

The anticipated ACES award in June 1999 will make certificates available to Federal agencies by
year end.  A goal of the Access America pilot is to test the use of electronic signatures for the
FAFSA, loan transactions and other Federal documents.  Of particular interest is an electronic process
for students to approve loans.  Initially, the PIN could be used for transaction approval with the goal
of upgrading to a more robust digital signature technology.

§ Student Account Hyperlinks. To provide the student a complete picture of outstanding loans, the
student account will link to other aid sources, the Direct Loan Servicing System, and the National
Student Loan Data System.  A PIN or electronic ID will control access to the records.

§ Career Management Support. The Office of Personnel Management will pilot USACareers with
Access America for Students Phase I and II schools.  USACareers is an Internet-based paid
subscription service for Federal agencies.  It provides Federal employees tools for self-assessment,
career planning, career transitioning, workforce reengineering and job searching.  Of particular
interest to students beginning their career and job searches, is the interactive self-assessment module
designed for students to learn about themselves and work-related competencies and interests, and
conduct a job search for Federal employment and other opportunities worldwide.  Students at Access
America for Students pilot schools will be provided free access to the paid subscription service of
USACareers through career counseling offices on each campus for the 1999-2000 academic year.
Passwords will be issued on a limited basis to the career offices at each pilot school.  In exchange,
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OPM is seeking student and campus feedback on the usefulness of the USACareers service and how
it might be improved.

The Department of Labor is developing web-based tools to assist individuals in locating educational
resources, training, local workforce development centers and employers.  One anticipated service is a
resume and academic credential-verification service.   Students could build a resume with their
academic credentials validated electronically by the issuing institutions.  This would reduce
administrative burden on employers, institutions and students.  A geographic information service will
locate and provide maps to nearby resources for the life-long learner or job-seeker.

§ Web Site Usability Evaluation Project. The aim of the Access America for Students Usability
Evaluation Project is to ensure optimal usability of the Access America for Students and SAM web
sites, and any other web site associated with the Access America for Students Pilot Programs.  The
first phase of the project will conduct focus groups with students to identify tasks that they would
expect to be able to perform on the Access America for Students web site.  The second phase of the
project will perform usability testing to identify and rectify any problems students have in performing
a variety of tasks on the Access America for Students web site.  Feedback and analysis from the
project will be documented and presented in conjunction with the EASI-ED User Interface Standards
Document (May 1999).  Contractors will be asked to adhere to the document for future systems and
web site development interface work.  Web site interfaces should be designed with the following
goals in mind: to support user tasks, to smoothly integrate the results of multiple services, to handle
services of widely varying time scales, to be extendable, to support sharing and reuse, and to target
customers with a visually aesthetic product.

4.1.4.4 Financial Management Modernization

§ Loan Servicing for Direct PLUS loans. To test the use of the commercial processor for loan
servicing, in Phase II PLUS loans will be serviced through the commercial processor.  PLUS loans
enter repayment status 60 days after disbursement and thus are the best candidate for testing during
Phase II.  This test will help OSFA determine whether a commercial processor such as TSYS can
provide integrated account management services from loan origination to repayment at lower cost.
Because the PLUS application process is undergoing revisions, this is an ideal time to evaluate the
role of a commercial processor in the PLUS process.

§ Streamlined Accounting Interface. OSFA is implementing a COTS (commercial off-the-shelf)
package to replace the current outdated and fragmented accounting system in OSFAP.  A COTS
package (Oracle Financials) has been incorporated into the redesigned Pell RFMS and will be used to
support FFELP payments.  Under Phase II, the Student Account Manager will feed transactions
directly to a COTS package.  The COTS software will handle all accounting and fiscal reporting and
route the SAM transactions to other databases as appropriate. The objective is to provide a single,
integrated financial interface for all SAM financial transactions consistent with the financial
modernization goals of the PBO.  The COTS package will provide a single interface to the CFO
general ledger and thus simplify reconciliation.

§ Streamlined Funds Transfer. To support the additional number of schools, the Phase I process for
entering data into GAPS needs to be streamlined for Phase II.  A test will be conducted using the
Department of the Treasury’s Automated Standard Application Payment (ASAP) system to provide a
single reliable source of forwarding Pell and Direct Loan aid disbursement funds to the Student
Account Manager’s Bank.  All funds disbursed to Student Account Manager will be posted to a single
clearing account.  The clearing account will be cleared by financial reporting at the school level
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provided to the CFO through the SFAP Oracle interface.   The ASAP system is currently being used
successfully for forwarding benefit payments to EBT commercial processors.

4.2 Plan for National Availability
Subject to a successful pilot program evaluation and go forward decision, Access America for Students
will move toward a national system deployment. The goal is to have all components of the Access
America for Students Program tested, validated and ready for national availability by Spring 2001.

4.2.1 Program Expansion Requirements
The enhancement and expansion of the Access America for Students Program will require advance
planning and recruitment.  In addition, the necessary tools must be in place.  Requirements are discussed
below.

4.2.1.1 Expansion Planning
A range of activities must be performed to prepare for Access America for Students Program expansion.
The planning effort will include requirements development, implementation scheduling, transition
planning, and integration with other Student Financial Assistance Modernization activities.  The program
expansion plan will build upon the accomplishments of the first two phases of the pilot, incrementally
adding functionality to the Student Account Manager and expanding the integration of the Access
America for Students Program with the Department’s Student Financial Assistance Modernization effort.

4.2.1.2 Recruitment Program
A national recruitment effort will be required to prepare and facilitate school conversion.  To facilitate
these efforts, the Access America for Students Communications Team is developing a Marketing and
Communications Plan.  This plan will target opportunities to increase student and school participation in
the Access America for Students Program.

4.2.1.3 Adoption of Common Business Processes and Operating Standards
The Access America for Students Task Force, in conjunction with the Access America for Students
Partnership Forum, will work with schools and other stakeholders to promote the wide spread adoption of
the common record formats and other common business processes and operating standards developed and
tested under Phase II of the pilot program.

4.2.1.4 Deployment of Digital Certificates
The deployment of digital certificates for Access America, in conjunction with the Federal Government’s
ACES project, will provide for secure authentication to access information at the SAM and other Federal
Government web sites.  The Access America for Students Task Force, in conjunction with the Access
America for Students Partnership Forum, will work with stakeholders and Federal PKI and ACES
principals to develop the agreements (interoperability, subscriber, and relying party) and business
practices for the use of digital certificates.

4.2.1.5 Assessment of Card Services
Although the initial Access America for Students Pilot does not include card services, in later stages of
the project, smart cards may be deployed to accommodate storage of certificates and private keys or to
support other financial applications.  The Access America for Students Task Force will work with the
Access America for Students Partnership Forum to determine if there is a viable role for smart cards in
the Access America for Students Program.
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4.2.2 Supporting Development of Integrated Student Data
The Access America for Students national model will build on the business processes and systems
developed and tested during the pilot.  That is, a single Student Account Management System will
process aid transactions and provide student account level information for all Pell and Direct Loan aid, as
well as linkages to information about FFEL loans.  However, students, schools, lenders and other
stakeholders need a comprehensive solution that goes beyond Federal aid and also provides a mechanism
for accessing private and state student aid data.  The Access America for Students Task Force has begun a
dialog with schools, lenders and other aid stakeholders to develop such a solution.  As shown in the
following figure, under this concept, the Student Account Management System will be but one source of
information in providing access to integrated student aid data.
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The optimal solution for implementing providing access to integrated student data remains to be
determined.  Various implementation options are being discussed including the use of a private
information consolidator that creates a national database.  Another option under discussion is the creation
of a virtual database that would be accessed through web links to all student aid providers.  While the
technical implementation strategy remains to be developed, the following key concepts will provide the
foundation for the solution eventually adopted:

§ A single source for all Federal, state, and private student aid information will be available;

§ A non-government entity will have responsibility for the creation and maintenance of the integrated
student aid data;

§ The Student Account Management System will be only one of many sources of information for
student aid data; and
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§ The entity maintaining/providing this data will be responsible for ensuring the privacy, security, and
confidentiality of this information to the user interfaces.

Once the technical environment is in place, the organizational and management structure must be
considered.  The envisioned entity may be an association, a commercial third party processor, a financial
institution, an information services provider company, or a newly constituted consortium.  The roles and
responsibilities, as well as operating arrangements for such an entity need to be determined.

4.3 Migration Strategy for Expansion
The process of migrating to the Access America for Students Program is expected to be gradual and
iterative.  The results of each pilot phase will be evaluated and subsequent to each phase, a decision on
whether to go forward will be made.  Subject to a successful phase evaluation and go forward decision,
components of Access America for Students that have been validated through testing will be made
available to postsecondary institutions for implementation.  The figure below illustrates this iterative
expansion strategy.  If the evaluation indicates that it is necessary, processes will be refined or enhanced.
As lessons are learned, they will be incorporated, improving Access America for Students components
and making them available for adoption by individual institutions.  Thus, processes will become available
at different times, depending on their readiness.  The goal is to have all components of the Access
America for Students Program tested, validated and available to institutions by 2001.  Schools are
expected to convert based on their individual readiness.
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Schools will differ in their ability to adopt these components based upon their size, student population,
technical environment, available resources, degree of flexibility, systems vendor, and numerous other
factors.  The schools themselves will make the determination as to when it is feasible for them to make
the transition to the Access America for Students Program.  Some schools will have the resources and
motivation to move quickly to adopt modernization, while others will need incentives.  The Department
of Education can encourage schools to make the transition by creating inducements for participation.  By
creating a common operating environment, in which standard business practices, common record formats,
operating standards, and secure authentication are available, the Department can stimulate school support.
For the schools, a common operating environment can reduce the degree of ongoing systems
modification, thereby reducing costs and increasing efficiency.  Relief from requirements for regulatory
reporting can also provide an enticement for schools to participate.  Enhanced reporting capabilities, less
labor-intensive processing and reconciliation requirements, and better cash management are all incentives
for the schools to move to the Access America for Students model.  The ability to deliver improved
service to students, in an increasingly competitive market, may also motivate schools to participate.  As
the number of participating institutions proliferate, the impact of student demand may act as a stimulus to
the later adopters.  To accelerate the conversion to just-in-time funding, the Department of Education
should institute incentives to early converters.  Also, the Department of Education can explore further
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regulatory relief, as it did in the Cash Management Improvement regulations (November 1996).  These
regulations made provisions for just-in-time payments to schools and provided certain regulatory relief.

The development of a common operating environment will also provide an incentive to industry to create
new products and services for the postsecondary education community.  These products and services, by
utilizing existing commercial systems and processes, will ease the transition for schools, thereby
hastening the migration to an integrated, secure, fully electronic system for delivery of student financial
aid.


